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Biodegradation: Natural and Synthetic Materials; Edited by W.B. Botts; Springer-Verlag; London, 1991; xii + 238 pages. DM 
135.00. ISBN 3540197052 
Despite the scope implied by its title, this is a relatively short 
book which is comprised of contributions by acknowledged 
experts in selected fields. Chapters are based on papers delivered 
at the 4th seminar in the Springer Series in Applied Biology at the 
Institute of Applied Biology, University of York, the aim of which 
is to keep abreast of topics that have a special applied and 
contemporary interest. The book's attempt to consider 
traditionally separate areas as a unified whole (both 
mechanistically and methodologically) is consistent with current 
research directions in tiffs area. Chapter 1 outlines microbial 
strategies of aromatic ring degradation, including the pivotal step 
of ring.fission and the role of oxygenases in the preparation of the 
ring for fission. Chapter 2 reinforces the emphasis on degradation 
mechanisms for aromatic compounds with an excellent distillation 
of the very extensive work on chloroaromatics. The developing 
mechanistic theme is, however, lost temporarily in Chapter 3, 
which deals with biodeterioration f fuels in terms of the microbial 
physiology involved and the technologies available to diagnose 
and combat the problem, but retrieved in Chapter 4, which 
discusses biodegradation fnitriles and cyanide. In Chapter 5, the 
direction switches abruptly from the detailed mechanistic aspects 
into a much broader treatment ofthe fate ofchemicals insoil. This 
excellent summary of physical, chemical and biological processes 
is followed by an equally good and timely exposition of the effects 
ofsorption on biodegradability, anarea currently attracting much 
interest. At first sight, Chapter 7, which covers biosynthesis and 
structure of lignoeellulose, seems incongruous but it is in fact a 
sensible preface to the third main facet of the book covered in 
Chapters 8-12. Chapters fl- 10 describe metabolic and enzymologi. 
cal aspects of the biodegradation of lignin and lignocellulose, 
while Chapters 11 and 12 deal respectively with the uses and 
potential oflignoeellulose, and the current status of bioconversion 
technology, using lignin as the main example. 
Each chapter is a readable distillation of the subject matter, 
clearly subdivided where appropriate, with a thorough and up-to- 
date bibliography. Typographical errors are infrequent (mainly in 
Chapter 3) and mainly trivial, although the annual rate of lignin 
synthesis recorded in Chapter 7 differs by an order of magnitude 
from the values repeated in Chapters 11 and 12. 
The particular intension in this volume is to  highlight he impor. 
tahoe of biotransformations as olutions to the linked problems of 
diminishing resources for chemicals and energy, and 
environmental pollution. Although the simple compilation of 
chapters describing quite different but interdel~ndent facets of 
biodegradation goes a long way towards this laudable objective, 
the contributions (apart from the sub-set of Chapters on lights) 
are not well integrated. The feeling remains that a minor 
expansion to allow greater integration of ¢~tisting chapters, 
possibly in a different order, would make the whole book greater 
than the sum of its parts. Further expansion to include other 
important topics at the resource utilization/pollutant 
biodegradation i terface (e.g. biofilms/immobilized catalysts, 
global nutrient cycling, biotransformation of non-aromatic 
compounds) would also justify the existing title, which is rather 
catholic in its scope, 
Despite these criticisms, this is a readable and thought- 
provoking hook and a useful source of references for the specialists 
wishing to broaden their research horizons in the fields of 
biodegradation a d biotransformation. However, those seeking a
rounded introductory text to biodegradation ought not to be 
induced by the title into a hasty and expensive purchase. 
Graham White 
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Over the last 150 years or so, the incidence of serious infectious 
diseases has declined dramatically (at least in the "develoPed' 
world), to the extent hat infection is rarely life threatening for 
healthy adults. (Unfortunately. this is not yet true in very many 
countries, where diseases uch as tuberculosis, leprosy and malaria 
are still serious problems.) Tiffs decline in the major infectious 
diseases has primarily been due to factors such as improved 
housing and environmental conditions, and to public investment 
in water supply and sewage treatment, with vaccination and 
antibiotic therapy playing in general a more limited role. 
In those countries where the major pathogens arc no longer 
prevalent, here has been an increasing interest in opportunist 
infections, especially those caused by bacteria that are intrinsically 
resistant to a wide range of antibiotics, and which therefore tend 
to be a significant cause of nosoeomial infections, and of other 
patients with impaired host defences. Pseudomonaz" eruginosa has 
been prominent in this context over the last 30 years, although, 
more recently, especially with tile spread of AIDS, awareness of 
other potential pathogens, such as mycobacteria, has been 
increasing. We need to understand the host factors that lead to 
susceptibility o infection, the source and route of spread of the 
infectious agent, ~.s well as the bacterial factors that aid 
colonisation and infection, cause antibiotic resistance and are 
responsible for tile symptoms of infection. 
This book, which consists ofcontributions to a Symposium held 
in September 1990, describes selected elements of the progress that 
has been made recently towards understanding then factors. 
Starting with aspects of the molecular biology of Ps. aeruginosa, 
including molecular typing methods° itprogresses through the role 
of virulence factors and host defenses to a consideration of 
immune- and chemotherapy. As is often the ca~ with symposium 
proeeeedings, the necessary concentration  advances in specific 
topics carries with it a lack of balance and overall perspective. 
Some well-established topics receive little consideration: for 
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example thecoverage of exotoxin A is limited to tile statement that 
it is an important factor in sepsis and an analysis of the cpitopes 
recognised by specific monoclonal antibodies. Similarly the 
chemotherapy section deals with beta-lactamases and resistance 
to the quinolones, but there is no mention of aminoglycosides. 
The detailed treatment of the selected topics will be of value to 
research workers in the field, but this same selectivity will limit its 
usefulness for the more general reader. 
leremy Dale 
Plant Growth: Interactions with Nutrition and Environment 
.i.R. Porter and D.W, Lawlor; Cambridge University 
ISBN 
(Society for Experimental Biology Seminar Series 43); Edited by 
Press; Cambridge, 1991; xii + 284 pages. £ 45.00, $ 79.50, 
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The factors regulating phmt growth, and hence crop yield, are 
of key importance to agriculturalists. Such factors include genetic, 
nutritional and environmental spects but, whilst recognising the 
importance of interactions, it is common ;'or researchers to 
concentrate on only one or other of thcsg factors in isolation. 
However, to fully understand a plant's growth response to its 
complex environment a fuller knowledge of such interactions i
vital. This book contains the papers presented at an SEB 
symposium in 1989, designed to address tile interactions between 
growth, mineral nutrition and environment. The individual 
chapters represent a well-balanced mixture of reviews and new 
experimental data. 
The first part considers growth at the cellular level. The 
introduction points out that whilst growth potential is genetically, 
determined, actual growth rate is often dictated by environmental 
effects, such as mineral availability, on plant metabolism. In fact 
the plants' response to mineral deficiency forms a central theme 
for the whole book. Compartmentation f minerals within the 
plant is considered along with the effect of mineral nutrition on 
some key biochemical pathways. Photosynthesis is discussed with 
reference to iron and phosphorous deficiency. Nitrogen 
assimilation is also considered in relation to growth rate, quality 
of wheat flours and the eeophysiology of the plant. 
The bulk of the book deals with the interactions between the 
whole plant and the enviromnent, again with mineral nutrition as 
a central theme. Models designed to investigate the interactive 
effect on growth rate of nutrient supply and other environmental 
factors, such as temperature, are discussed. Plant-soil interactions 
are considered with regards to mineral absorption and how root 
physiology and morphology can interact with, and even influence, 
soil conditions, such as redox-potential nd pH. The effect of 
pollutants on plant growth is illustrated by a possible link between 
"acid.rain' and magnesium deficiency. Interestingly one of the 
techniques described to investigate such links, diagnostic 
fertilisation, can also alleviate damage caused by pollutants. The 
environmental f ctors dictating aplants' distribution are discussed 
and this is followed by consideration of the various trategies for 
optimum growth exhibited via the phenotypic plasticity of plant 
growth. The closing chapter deals with interactions at the level of 
the ecosystem and argues the need for an intergrative, 
multidisciplinary approach to the study of mineral nutrition in 
plants. 
Mineral nutrition of plants, and in particular the effect on 
growth of mineral deficiencies, are topics which currently receive 
relatively little attention. Such topics are likely, however, to 
become increasingly important. Concern over pollution by the 
excessive application of nitrogen fertilisers will prompt increasing 
research into improving the uptake and uti~isation of this mineral 
reserve in the rhizosphere and plant. Whilst nitrogen is generally 
considered as the limiting nutrient in many crops, in the future 
elements uch as phosphorous may assume a more predominant 
role. Also pollutants which affect plant growth may, as suggested 
in this book, exert an influence via effects on mineral nutrition. 
To understand, and subsequently manipulate, the processes of 
mineral absorption and utilisation requires a maltidisciplinary 
approach encompassing, amoungst others, biochemists, 
physiologists and ecologists. This book makes a valuable 
contribution to such a study and, as such, is recommended to
researchers and students in agriculture and crop science. 
G.A. Tucker 
Techniques in Diagnostic Human Biochemical Genetics: A Laboratory Manual; Edited by F.A. Heroines; Wiley-Liss; New 
York, 1991; xiv ÷ 646 pages. S 99.50 (cloth), $ 69.50 (comb-bound paper). ISBN 047156818x 
This book is a compilation of 33 articles that describe 
laboratory techniques for the investigation of a wide range of 
genetic onditions. The book comprises over 600 pages with the 
articles being well presented and referenced. This reviewer asked 
colleagues to review individual chapters and their comments were 
all favourable. 
The first four chapters give some general background 
information. The first, 'Basic Laboratory Principles', discusses the 
relationships between different specialities involved in providing 
a biochemical genetics service. The second chapter considers 
statistical issues and the third considers counselling, ethical and 
legal issues. These provide some useful background ata for 
biochemists who generally will not be trained in these areas. The 
fourth chapter con~iders 'Data Management'. The first part 
describes general principles of laboratory information 
management systems (LIMS). This is a useful summary of 
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